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What is a digital brand? 



The digital age has heralded many changes in how marketers manage their brands. 
Consumers still want brands that have a clear value and brands that deliver on a com- 
pelling brand promise, but what they have now is more touchpoints offline and online. 
Digital branding is the creation and management of brands through the use of all forms of 
digital technologies, many of which are controlled by the consumer. They include tele- 
vision, radio, internet, mobile, social networking sites, virtual games and any other form 
of digital technology or platform. The core feature of any digital environment is that it is 
electronic. The concept relates to customer engagement with the brand, which can occur 
offline or online (digitally). 

• Offline or traditional. The traditional form of interaction was mainly human, interper- 
sonal, physical engagements between the brand (company) and the customer. 

• Online or digital. Digital or virtual world interactions take place supported through a 
variety of technologies. Though often used to refer to the internet, they include any 
digital technology used. 

The human and physical relationships (offline) must be aligned with the digital (online) 
world. There is also a convergence of the digital and the traditional, such as interactive 
(digital) billboards (traditional). Honda has an interactive billboard where customers can 
‘start the car’ by texting a code and then the car on the billboard starts with engine noises, 
flashing headlights and exhaust smoke. Digital branding creates countless new oppor- 
tunities for brand building. By design or default, every brand has a digital experience. 
In today’s world, a company’s digital presence could become the only experience that 
potential customers have with an organisation, particularly prior to and post purchase. The 
availability of new technologies, the increasing digital savvy of consumers and the success 
of online-only brands have made it imperative for companies to evolve their corporate 
websites into 24/7 dynamic brand experiences. Brands like Apple, eBay, Audi and Nike 
are often praised as best-in-class brands because of their ability to create effective and 
inspiring experiences. 2 They share a common trait - a strong brand promise that provides 
meaningful differentiation, creates preference and offers relevance to their audiences in 
both the digital (online) and offline environments. A brand promise embodies a clear idea 
and value proposition, and it connects with people on functional and emotional levels. 3 

The best companies understand the need to deliver their brand promise in the digital 
environment, as Nike does. 



Nike partnered with Apple to create Nike+, a digitally driven offering that combines the 
products and services of Nike with Apple’s iPod Nano. Runners can wirelessly connect 
Nike's sensors, embedded in their running shoes, to their Nanos, which in turn enable 
them to create personalised workouts and playlists. Performance results can be uploaded 
to personalised accounts on the Nike+ website, and runners can review their progress, 
connect with other Nike+ runners around the world, and download workouts created by 
world famous coaches. The result is a multi-touch digital experience that delivers Nike’s 
brand attributes of performance and innovation to its target customers in a unique, 
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that took digital branding seriously and made an investment in it. BMW designed ‘The 
Hire’ series of eight short films (averaging about ten minutes each). 5 As a form of branded 
content, all eight films featured popular film-makers from across the globe, starred Clive 
Owen as the ‘Driver’, and highlighted the performance aspects of various BMW cars. The 
end results were staggering, with the series viewed over 100 million times and changing 
the way products were branded. BMW takes online branding seriously and creatively, and 
invests resources to be successful. Many marketers still treat digital as just one more box 
to be ticked rather than a core part of marketing. 

A compelling digital experience requires that brands and technology are integrated by 
design. It is not just about using the latest technology or a new media tool, but about 
creating connections with people in a branded way. With an ever-growing choice of 
technologies and applications, these innovations can be used to reinforce and optimise a 
brand in the digital environment, understanding and using the technology to deliver the 
functional, emotional and experiential promise of a brand. Apple is a powerful example 
of how an intuitive, human brand idea and game-changing technology come together to 
evoke tremendous consumer devotion. 

Creating a compelling, relevant digital brand in today’s climate requires going beyond 
a corporate website. As old technologies evolve and new ones burst forth, establishing 
credibility in the digital environment is a lot more challenging. Technologies like Second 
Life, YouTube, Twitter, Flickr and RSS -Tan add depth and dimension to a brand. Success 
in the digital realm hinges on creating the right digital experiences with the right technol- 
ogies to reinforce the brand strategy. 6 

Digital branding is changing the way brands behave, interact and speak through inter- 
net and digital platforms, through creating websites and social networking experiences, 
designing applications and managing brand assets in real time. Digital branding provides 
an opportunity for maximising brand potential in effective and innovative ways. This is 
both an exciting and challenging time for marketing with new digital technologies and 
the growing ability of consumers to communicate and influence globally. Well-managed 
digital branding can be even better than the pre-technology or pre-internet days, in that 
there is the availability of multiple, channel ‘touchpoints’ with customers, even before 
they become customers. As the old marketing saying goes: someone needs to see or 
hear about your product and company several times before they finally convert to a 
customer. The best part of digital branding is that, managed well and with skill, it is 
now affordable even for small businesses to connect to a well-defined targeted audi- 
ence. Brand perception often has less to do with the product or service but relates to 
everything the customers perceive, and much of that perception is now technology and 
internet based - in the digital realm. Much of what customers learn about brands takes 
place in the digital world. 

A strategic approach is important, involving plans related to how many resources to 
invest in the technology, aligned to the brand’s overall objectives: what does it stand for, 
what value does it provide and to whom? Once these variables are understood and there is 
a clear picture of all marketing activity offline, then the strategic engagement online must 
be invested in. Decisions on how much to invest, in which technologies and platforms, 
and importantly how to use the technology to engage, enhance and develop the brand 
with a clear, holistic brand identity, should be made. Staffing and training and, impor- 
tantly, the monitoring and management of internet chatter and other digital technologies 
are critical too. The digital space allows companies to experiment with veiy different 
opportunities than the traditional world allows. And experimenting with new technologies 
clearly provides an opportunity to contemporise and personalise the brand. Experiments 
teach companies what works and should turn into and what should be used in digital 
brand programmes that maximise return for the company. 

Placing the customer at the centre of all digital branding is crucial. Many companies 
fail to understand the needs and desires of customers and build and maintain websites 
and a digital presence driven by what they think their customers want or need. The 
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result: a digital experience that neither differentiates the brand nor has relevance to 
customers or employees. To avoid this, first-hand knowledge about what customers 
are looking for, what they want and need, and what they dream and worry about is 
needed. An in-depth, insight-driven look at how a brand touches customers at various 
stages of interaction - from initial awareness, through trial and purchase, to loyalty 
and advocacy - is crucial to building an effective digital brand strategy. Touchpoints 
are the many ways in which a customer comes into contact with the business. Every 
touchpoint that is in any way associated in customers’ minds with the brand identity 
of a business contributes to the customers’ experience of that brand. This means every 
communications, sales contact, service delivery, customer service interaction, website, 
social networking commentary or self-service experience that the customer comes into 
contact with can impact on the brand image. The phenomenal reach speed and inter- 
activity of digital or online touchpoints makes close attention to the brand experience 
essential and requires an ability to monitor and manage these 24/7 and worldwide. 7 
Marketers need to monitor and manage digital brand health, which is an assessment of 
a how the brand is adhering to its strategic direction in the digital world - (see the 
breakthrough marketing box). 



Breakthrough marketing 






Brand health in a digital world 8 

A brand’s health is more vulnerable in the digital age 
as consumer opinion travels faster and further, spread- 
ing like a communicable disease. Today, brand health is 
under attack in four ways, through: 

1 greater volume of data sources; 

2 faster velocity of consumer data; 

3 broader visibility of consumer sentiment; and 

4 greater volatility of consumer behaviour. 

To manage these four Vs of digital brand influence, 
marketing leaders must prescribe a new approach to 
brand health management by building their: 

• brand responsiveness to react quickly to rapidly 
changing market conditions; and 

• brand resilience to counteract unforeseen crises and 
threats. 9 

A brand’s health is strengthened or weakened by every 
interaction and exposure with a consumer, and the 
advent of digital technology means that a more vigilant 
approach to managing brand perception is required. 
To keep track of the always-on, anytime, anywhere, 
unfettered-public-opinion-sharing customers, mar- 
keters must use a dashboard to augment classic brand 
metrics. 

Marketers need to act and react quickly and intel- 
ligently to the collective real-time consumer opin- 
ions and behaviours that affect a brand’s perception 



or performance. Brand health can be improved by 
building the brand’s responsiveness and resilience (see 
Figure 13.1). 



• Sharpen the brand's reflexes by building brand 
responsiveness. Like a heart monitor, responsive 
brand managers manage the real-time perform- 
ance of the brand’s health. This means that mar- 
keters must enable the organisation to act quickly 
on new consumer and marketplace intelligence. A 
great example is Pizza Hut, who are improving their 
responsiveness to customer feedback about the res- 
taurant experience and delivery service. It partnered 
with Radian6 to monitor Facebook and Twitter and put 
a system in place to classify, prioritise and react to 
dissatisfied customers. 

• Boost the brand’s immune system by building brand 
resilience. Marketers must prepare the organisation 
to weather unpredictable twists and turns of public 
opinion to protect the long-term value of the brand. 
How much negative sentiment will cause damage 
to brand equity? When should the marketing team 
spring into action? It does not have to be a guessing 
game. Marketers have tools to capture historical data 
for share of voice and consumer sentiment in order to 
create thresholds for when to act. 



Source: Adapted from Forrester, Inc., Global Social Media 
Adoption in 201 1 , April 2011. 
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Breakthrough marketing (continued) 
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Brand resilience 

Preparedness to 
manage public 
sentiment 




To manage their brand health, 
marketing leaders must build 
their brand resilience and 
responsiveness to counteract 
the four Vs - visibility, volatility, 
volume, and velocity of 
consumer opinion and 
behaviour. 



Brand responsiveness 

Ability to respond to real-time data 



Figure 13.1 Resilience and responsiveness are measured according to the four Vs 
Source: C. Stutzman, D. Cooperstein and C. Madigan (2011) Managing Brand Health in the Digital Age: How to 
Diagnose and Treat Your Brand s Resilience and Responsiveness, Forrester Research, Inc., Global Social Media 
Adoption in 201 1, April 201 1 



Gap and Starbucks both had to deal with all four Vs during the launch of new logos by 
each company. 



Gap and Starbucks * ) 

Both Gap and Starbucks received positive and negative consumer sentiment when 
launching new logos. The backlash against Gap’s new logo was intense. Beyond the 
thousands of tweets and Facebook status updates deriding its design, people found 
other creative ways to protest the new logo. A fake Twitter account gathered thou- 
sands of followers, and Gap logo generators quickly went viral. Gap, without any his- 
torical benchmark, appeared to panic over the situation and retracted the new logo 
in favour of the old one. 

Starbucks, on the other hand, was equipped with years of consumer sentiment knowl- 
edge built from fostering intimate relationships with consumers through communities like 
My Starbucks Idea. So Starbucks knew how much criticism to expect and how to handle it. 

It stuck to its logo and asked consumers to trust it about the decision. 

The new Starbucks logo was a departure, but not a radical shift, from the logo that has 
adorned the coffee chain's cups since 1992. They took the words ‘Starbucks’ and 'coffee', 
out of the logo, leaving just the firm's white on green image of a twin-tailed siren. Star- 
bucks said that in the future it’s possible we ll have other products with our name on it 
and no coffee in it’. 

Wharton marketing professor David Reibstein says retaining the green colour for the 
logo was critical. ’You can show that colour, and people will recognize it as Starbucks. 

That colour is really important to them. In a similar way, Apple has taken the most benign 
colour, white, and owned it’. As Starbucks have confirmed their intention to stay with this 
logo the social network backlash has abated. 





